Radiographic study of joint destruction patterns in the rheumatoid elbow.
Knowledge of the pattern of joint destruction is important for planning the therapeutic approach to rheumatoid arthritis (RA) of the elbow. Accordingly, we carried out a large-scale radiographic study with the objective of elucidating the joint destruction pattern in rheumatoid elbows. From 2001 through 2003, we examined and took plain X-rays of both elbows of 193 RA patients (i.e., 386 elbows), consisting of 18 men and 175 women, with a mean age of 57.0 years. Radiographic images of the elbow joints were used to classify the degree of bone loss in various zones on the elbow joint surface into four grades of severity, and joint destruction was compared between the left and right elbows. In addition, correlation in the extent of bone loss between each of the zones of the same elbow and differences in the extent of bone loss were analyzed statistically. The results showed direct correlations for destruction of the elbow joint surface among the zones for the left and right elbow joints and in the same elbow joint. However, more severe destruction was observed on the radial side of the humeral trochlea, and it was surmised that destruction of the elbow joint must begin at that site and gradually spread mediolaterally. In addition, in the same elbow joint, the correlation in the degree of bone loss between the trochlea of humerus and the trochlear notch was especially strong, indicating that the bone destruction at both sites represented mirror lesions. We conclude that when performing radiographic diagnosis of the joint damage in the rheumatoid elbow, knowledge of this pattern of joint destruction will be useful for assessing whether there is joint destruction in the initial stage and for deciding the therapeutic approach.